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About the toolkits
This suite of publications, the toolkits, are a distillation of the learning, methods and resources 
developed by Aimhigher and the Lifelong Learning Network programmes to support the effective 
strategy, management and delivery of outreach work to encourage progression to higher education 
for under-represented groups. The toolkits recontextualise the learning from these programmes to 
fit the current higher education environment. This is the third edition of the toolkits. They were first 
published in December 2012, then revised in December 2013 and again in June 2014 following 
revisions in June 2013, to take account of relevant changes in the field. 
The toolkits are not meant to be prescriptive but are designed to promote discussion and 
development. They comprise the following:
• Overview
• Toolkit 1 Partnership
• Toolkit 2 Targeting
• Toolkit 3 Programmes
• Toolkit 4 Evaluation
• Resources and glossary
Who they are for
The toolkits are aimed at widening participation managers and those they work with. They provide: 
• guidance, materials and ideas for the development of programmes 
• materials that are useful for strategic leaders
• practical tools for those involved in delivery.
The guidance and resources in the toolkits are most effective when delivered as part of a 
comprehensive approach that fits within a whole-institution strategy that addresses the topics 
covered by each of the four toolkits: partnership, targeting, programmes and evaluation.
Structure and navigation
Each toolkit in the series has four sections. The header at the top of each page indicates where in 
the document the user is at any one time. For example, this document has the four stages shown 
below, and you are looking at the ‘Approach’ section:
Introduction   Approach   Summary   Final thoughts
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Preface to the third edition
The first edition of the Higher Education Outreach to Widen Participation Toolkits for Practitioners 
was published in December 2012. The second and third editions were commissioned to: 
• Identify any major policy, funding, regulatory or organisational changes with implications 
for access and widening participation.
• Check that all links to resources remain live and add references to any essential, newly 
published resources. 
• Ensure that all templates remain available in a current version of Word. 
The toolkits have been well received across the sector. The production of a third edition will ensure 
that the content remains relevant and up-to-date. 
Since the first and second editions were drafted, significant policy developments have become 
directly relevant to the design, delivery, and evaluation of outreach, and the toolkits have been 
reviewed in the light of these. References to these developments and relevant documents have 
been added throughout the toolkits. 
Introduction
A changing landscape for widening participation
The UK education system continues to undergo considerable change. However, the coalition 
government and all major political parties remain committed to widening participation (WP) in 
higher education (HE). Various rationales are advanced for this commitment, including the success 
of higher education in promoting social mobility, the need for higher-level skills to maintain global 
economic competitiveness, and the social and cultural value of higher education to the individual. 
These toolkits have provided an ideal opportunity to reflect on what was learnt from the experience 
of Aimhigher and other national widening participation programmes, and to re-contextualise this 
for a new era. This overview introduces and summarises a series of four toolkits (plus supporting 
resources and a glossary) that draw together some of the learning drawn from these programmes. 
It also provides some thoughts on overall approaches to WP strategy. The guidance in the toolkits 
is not intended to be prescriptive, but rather seeks to distil the collective wisdom of the higher 
education sector and serve as a basis for further innovation. 
Aimhigher
During the lifetime of Aimhigher, which came into being in 2004 and ran until July 2011, 
partnerships developed a range of delivery initiatives. These responded to the programme’s 
overarching aims of raising aspiration and improving the progression to higher education of under-
represented groups of young people. Examples of the resources and good practice developed 
by Aimhigher partnerships have been deposited in the Widening Access, Student Retention and 
Success National Programmes Archive and are available to download for free. This repository of 
practice has been drawn on extensively in the creation of these toolkits. 
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Widening participation and access after Aimhigher
The environment for WP and access activities has also changed considerably since the end of 
Aimhigher. The sector has adjusted to the new finance regime and the effects of student number 
controls, and responded to initiatives like the National Scholarship Programme. The announcement 
in the Chancellor’s 2013 autumn statement that the cap on student numbers will be lifted from 
2015-16 may further affect the way in which institutions approach widening participation, and, 
it could be speculated, lead to the further development of programmes to support the student 
experience, retention and success in the coming year and beyond. Higher education has not been 
free of the impacts of financial cuts; the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills’ grant letter 
to HEFCE in February 2014 (DBIS, 2014a) noted that the settlement would mean reductions in 
HEFCE funding for higher education institutions in 2014-15, and again in 2015-16, beyond those 
accounted for by the switch to publicly funded tuition fees. However, the letter goes on to ask 
HEFCE to deliver the 2014-15 reductions in ways which protect as far as possible high-cost subjects 
(including science, technology, engineering and mathematics), widening participation (which is 
funded via the HEFCE Student Opportunity allocation), and small and specialist institutions. 
The publication of the National Strategy for Access and Student Success – jointly developed 
by HEFCE and OFFA and published by Department for Business Innovation and Skills (DBIS) in 
April 2014 – signalled a renewed focus on the student lifecycle, from outreach to undergraduate 
success and into postgraduate study and employment. The strategy introduces three key themes 
for work across the student lifecycle for students from under-represented backgrounds. It states:
Our approach in developing this national strategy has been to create a fertile 
environment in which new and existing work to improve access, student success and 
progression can flourish. Much good work is already being done. But there is a need for 
a more coherent, collaborative and co-ordinated approach. The national strategy will 
provide this, bringing fresh impetus and coherence and, in particular, driving forward: 
• greater collaboration and partnership at every level 
• evidence-based practice 
• a whole student lifecycle approach.
(DBIS, 2014b)
Widening participation and the student lifecycle
The national strategy provides an analysis of trends in participation and outcomes for under-
represented groups and sets out significant challenges to HE providers and the WP community. 
While the evidence shows that the rate of HE participation for those from neighbourhoods where 
participation is lowest has almost doubled in fifteen years, the gap between them and their most 
advantaged peers remains largely the same. Further, the strategy draws attention to the fact that 
students from low-participation neighbourhoods are almost twice as likely to drop out in their first 
year at university, and compare poorly in degree and employment outcomes.
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The emphasis on developing strategic approaches to student success across the lifecycle highlights 
the need for more effective outreach. Far from reducing the significance of outreach, this emphasis 
raises the importance of the preparatory stage in which many of the barriers to participation, 
success and progression first develop. Work with schools and other providers must focus on 
enabling pupils to enter HE ready to thrive, not simply facilitate their successful acceptance of a 
place. The successful delivery of such approaches will require more sensitive and impartial attention 
to the complex barriers that prevent successful progression for the most disadvantaged.
The vision for the national strategy also places greater emphasis on enabling access and success 
for students from under-represented groups ‘on a course and in an institution that best fit their 
potential, needs and ambitions for employment or further study’. For this reason, the importance of 
effective career education and carefully designed and delivered information, advice and guidance 
is highlighted. A HEFCE-funded advisory study and literature review of the provision of information 
about higher education (Bowes et al., 2013a, 2013b; Moore et al., 2013a) urges providers of HE 
information to make the transition from operating as information suppliers to decision enablers.
In light of these challenges, HEFCE has announced two initiatives that will assist HE providers in 
developing more effective approaches to outreach. HEFCE has supported the national roll-out of 
the Higher Education Access Tracker (HEAT) service through an allocation of £3 million. HEAT offers 
longitudinal tracking of those learners who have taken part in outreach activity, and allows institutions 
to follow their progress throughout their education and beyond. The service enables economies 
of scale by giving access to data, analysis and research to help HE providers target, monitor and 
evaluate their outreach activities both individually and as part of a growing network of subscribers.  
HEFCE has also funded the development of national networks for collaborative outreach (NNCO), 
which will support the improved coordination of outreach. 
Guidance1 on the NNCO was published by HEFCE in June 2014, following the announcement 
of funding in a written ministerial statement2 in November 2013. Funds of £22 million will be 
allocated across academic years 2014-15 and 2015-16 to support networks for collaborative 
outreach and establish Single Points of Contact (SPoCs) for all state-funded schools and colleges. 
The primary aim of the NNCO is to ensure that all state-funded secondary schools and colleges 
know how to access HE outreach activity and to simplify the way in which they can do so. The 
funding delivered to institutions will enable them to enhance existing outreach networks, and to 
develop new networks where these do not exist.  
The scheme will pursue three key goals:
• The creation of networks of universities, colleges and other partners working together to 
deliver a co-ordinated and joined-up approach to outreach in their sphere of operation.
1 See HEFE Circular letter 20/2014 http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/year/2014/cl202014/
2 This written ministerial statement announced that £25 million was to be made available to support collaborative 
outreach, arising from changes to the funding available for the National Scholarship Programme (NSP) for 2014-15: 
see http://www.hefce.ac.uk/media/hefce/content/pubs/2013/cl322013/CL2013_32d.pdf
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• National coverage of networks for collaborative outreach.
• Establishment of Single Points of Contact (SPoCs) for each network so that  all state-
funded secondary schools and colleges know who to contact to access information about 
the outreach activities available to them.
The toolkits offer invaluable advice and practical tools of immediate benefit in this new challenge.
Approach
Central to this suite of toolkits is the message that widening participation outreach should not be 
approached piecemeal, but rather addressed as a coherent whole. The toolkits have been written 
so that HE providers can dip into relevant parts and apply the tools and templates they link to. But 
it must be borne in mind that approaching widening participation outreach without considering the 
whole can undermine the value of each part.
The toolkits focus on the four themes in widening participation outreach of targeting activities 
to the right learners; partnership building; delivering programmes; and undertaking evaluation. 
Together these elements make up HE providers’ outreach programmes, but there is no one ideal 
way to combine these elements to ensure they work together effectively. 
This section considers three approaches that HE providers can take in relation to their widening 
participation outreach activity. Each suggests a different relationship between the four themes 
addressed in these toolkits. The three approaches can be described as the:
• linear approach
• outcomes-focused approach
• partnership approach.
The three approaches are described below. They do not represent an either/or decision for HE 
providers: rather, they explore some of the considerations pertinent to how an institution views and 
develops its WP outreach. In reality, HE providers often develop their own strategies that draw on all 
three approaches. 
Linear approach
The most obvious way to organise WP outreach activity is to see it as a linear process, where one 
element leads to the next. This strategy focuses on delivery of the outreach programme, with all the 
other elements serving this aim. See Figure 1.
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Benefits of a linear approach
A linear approach is easy to translate into action. The ordered steps lend themselves to a simple 
project management driven, time-ordered model. Simplicity can in itself provide a significant 
advantage, because WP outreach is a complex agenda bringing many competing priorities together. 
Risks of a linear approach
The danger of a linear approach is that it can lead to activities being viewed in isolation. 
Consequently it is possible that some of the inter-relationships between these activities can be 
missed. Evaluation, for example, could be seen as something to be done at the end rather than 
something planned at the beginning that could inform targeting, partnership and delivery. 
Outcomes-focused approach
An outcomes approach focuses on achieving a set of agreed outcomes. Outcome-focused 
approaches begin by identifying what outcomes are desired and then designing the programme to 
deliver these outcomes. 
Target Targeting is the starting point. It identifies the 
focus of work and the nature of its delivery.
Partnerships are developed as required by the 
delivery aims, as informed by targeting.
Partner
Delivery follows the rationale and aims set by the 
targeting and the operational model defined by 
any partnerships created in order to achieve them.
Deliver
Evaluation measures the effectiveness of delivery 
and its impact on the targeted group.
Evaluate
Figure 1: Linear approach
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In outcomes-focused approaches:
• the overall aims are the starting point and all other elements are viewed in relation to 
their impact on these
• targeting is a continuing process from start to finish, directing the design of delivery elements
• evaluation is a continuing process from start to finish, learning from and informing 
delivery throughout
• delivery elements are where targeting and evaluation ‘meet’, creating a culture of 
continuous improvement
• partnership facilitates the other three elements and is functional, existing to achieve the 
aims.
Outcomes-focused approaches recognise and build on interrelationships between activities to achieve 
the strongest outcomes. Figure 2 illustrates how the different WP outreach elements can interact. 
Figure 2: How different elements of WP outreach interact
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Benefits of an outcomes-focused approach
A strong focus on outcomes can be a unifying and motivating force for action. Clear direction from a 
model that prioritises concrete outcomes at the expense of all else can galvanise teams and ensure 
observable targets are achieved. 
Risks of an outcomes-focused approach
It is sometimes difficult to identify all of the outcomes of a WP outreach programme. Outcomes can 
sometimes be difficult to define or anticipate, or they can offer benefits for the HE provider that go 
beyond the immediate aims of the programme. Being overly outcome-focused therefore can have 
dangers of its own. For example, a focus on outcomes can lead to partnerships being understood 
purely in terms of what they provide rather than as long-term and mutual relationships.
Partnership approach
The learners to whom WP activity is addressed pursue their education through a range of organisations. 
They may move from school, to college, to work, before moving to an HE provider. Along the way they 
may consult a career guidance provider, seek help and support from their local authority, and engage 
with any number of other organisations. Very few of these organisations will see widening participation 
to higher education as their main priority. Consequently the process of building a WP strategy requires 
HE providers to engage in a complex network of give-and-take with a wide range of partners. 
There is a long history of partnership working in widening participation, recently exemplified by 
Aimhigher partnerships. Partnerships of this kind seek to combat social and educational inequality 
through multi-agency and cross-phase groupings. Partnership strategies therefore seek to unite a 
wide range of stakeholders around long-term aims and shared values. 
In a partnership approach:
• the learner’s higher education progression is the firm focus, but they are viewed in the 
wider context of their family and community through multi-agency partnership
• the learner’s principal learning provider (where they spend the most time) is at the centre 
of the approach
• targeting is overseen by the principal learning provider, who has first-hand knowledge of 
individual learner barriers and needs
• HE providers’ and other supporting organisations’ delivery takes place through the 
principal learning provider to maximise complementarity
• evaluation is a shared activity, with evaluation questions informed by the overall purpose 
and data collection and analysis undertaken by the organisation best placed in each case.
Benefits of a partnership approach
Identifying partnership as the central medium for achieving big picture goals can be a means to 
building more effective working relationships that make the most of:
• the sharing of expertise in development
Introduction   Approach   Summary   Final thoughts
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• complementarity of delivery
• an improved cost-effectiveness arising from reduced duplication and economies of scale
• a shared focus on common goals rather than the energies required to compete.
A big vision can provide inspiration and space for innovation among partners. A culture of innovation 
and sharing development with other stakeholders could provide HE providers and WP teams with a 
platform to move outreach practice forward.
Risks of a partnership approach
Building strong partnerships for the long term can be resource intensive. There is always the danger 
that partnerships become an end in themselves rather than remaining focused on the outcomes for 
learners. Partnerships that become ‘talking shops’ where little impact is achieved, will not last and 
are likely to undermine trust between partners.
Summary
The four toolkits in this series, and the tools referenced within them, each address a different 
aspect of outreach, and can be used in isolation. However, WP outreach is best viewed as a whole, 
and these toolkits are designed to build on one another. A glossary and list of resources are also 
provided to help readers to navigate the series and to access further resources. 
Toolkits structure
Each of the toolkits in this series follows the following pattern:  
 Section 1 Context, key principles and rationale  
 Section 2 Developmental stage  
 Section 3 Implementation  
 Section 4 Review.
The structure, aims and purpose of each toolkit are outlined in the tables below.
Introduction   Approach   Summary   Final thoughts
Overview of toolkits   11
Introduction   Approach   Summary   Final thoughts
Toolkit 1 Partnership  
The four sections
Understand partnerships
Create partnerships
Manage partnerships
Review partnerships
This toolkit:
• sets out the rationale for building partnerships to deliver WP activities
• helps HE providers address the requirements of their access agreements through 
effective work with other organisations
• identifies a process through which effective partnerships can be built, managed and 
reviewed
• helps HE providers to identify appropriate partners for WP activity and understand 
the range of different approaches to partnership
• identifies tools and resources that can be used to support partnership working.
Summary
Toolkit 1 considers two types of partnerships: mission-level and task-level. Partnerships are 
formed around a purpose, and this informs their make-up and operation. 
Two key factors follow: 
• the nature of the partnership working (how closely partners need to engage with 
each other) 
• the scale of the partnership (who is in the partnership). 
The toolkit outlines models for partnership working and provides tools and guidance to support 
this. 
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Toolkit 2 Targeting  
The four sections
Understand targeting
Develop targeting
Manage targeting
Review targeting
This toolkit:
• defines targeting and its relationship to outreach for WP
• provides a check-list for targeting activity
• assists with the development of targeting models
• assists with the collection and analysis of data to inform and monitor the 
effectiveness of targeting
• provides assistance and links to help with issues related to targeting and data.
Summary
Toolkit 2 considers the imperatives for targeting WP outreach. It introduces the HEFCE three-
stage model for targeting and the targeting continuum: from global, through group, to individual 
targeting. It goes on to suggest that WP activity can be made more effective via individualised 
programmes of learning and support. The toolkit signposts tools and resources that support 
effective targeting.
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Toolkit 3 Programmes  
The four sections
Understand programmes
Plan programmes
Deliver programmes
Review programmes
This toolkit:
• introduces a central model for defining the nature of different approaches to 
outreach programmes
• explains three approaches to planning outreach programmes and considers their 
advantages and disadvantages
• provides a framework for the development and translation into practice of learner 
outcomes at programme, project and session level
• provides tools for the delivery and review of outreach programmes.
Summary
Toolkit 3 considers how to make outreach programmes and activities more effective. It argues 
that there is value in making programmes both more learner-centred, and more progressive 
and integrated. 
The toolkit also provides examples of various types of outreach activity, and links to resources 
to support their delivery. Finally, it provides resources to assist in reviewing and enhancing 
outreach programmes.
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Toolkit 4 Evaluation  
The four sections
Understand evaluation
Plan evaluation
Data
Report evaluation
This toolkit:
• provides an introduction to the basic principles of evaluation and its different forms
• defines evaluation and its relationship to monitoring WP
• assists with the selection of an evaluation model and methodology
• assists with the collection and analysis of data
• shows how evaluation can be reported to influence future action and effectiveness
• provides a series of tools, references and resources to support the evaluation 
process.
Summary
Toolkit 4 explores different approaches to evaluation. It examines when formative and 
summative evaluations are appropriate, and identifies that evaluation can exist with a range 
of levels of formality. It argues that evaluation should be a key component of all WP outreach 
programmes and that it should be planned right from the start. The toolkit emphasises 
the importance of formal and robust evaluation both to help identify what is effective in 
WP outreach and as a way of exploring its impacts. The toolkit provides an approach and 
supporting tools to help WP teams design, conduct and report on their own evaluations. 
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Final thoughts before you start
Each HE provider takes a unique approach to WP outreach based on institutional values, vision and 
priorities. Consequently, institutions may adopt different stances in different contexts at different 
times. The three approaches to WP outreach outlined in this overview (linear, outcomes-focused 
and partnership approach) summarise the wide range of approaches that exist across HE providers. 
HE providers will benefit from ensuring that the components of their WP outreach approach are 
viewed not as disparate entities, but are co-ordinated and complementary. For example, it is not 
possible to undertake evaluation without first targeting (choices have to be made about who to ask 
and what to ask them). Similarly targeting is meaningless unless provision follows and supports the 
progression of those who have been targeted.
While this series of toolkits offers a starting point for the future of WP outreach, they do not contain 
all the answers. They provide a beginning, setting questions for ongoing reflection, and some key 
principles and models for moving WP outreach forward in the new era.
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